The sixth to early seventh centuries was a dangerous period to be crowned a bishop of Rome. Over the course of ninety-two years, from 514 to 606, there were no fewer than fifteen bishops of Rome, including one anti-pope. In the decade from 526 to 536, six popes went to their graves. Very few of these bishops died in their beds. Their deaths were as significant as their lives for what they can tell us about the processes of election and the protections that their office afforded them, as well as the risks to which they were exposed. In many cases the sole witness to the manner and timing of their deaths is the Liber Pontificalis.1
Introduction
Whether the end of Late Antiquity is rightly considered a period of crisis and decline or one of positive transformation has recently become an issue of debate.2 An analysis of how long the bishops of Rome reigned and how they died may shed some light on the health of the institution in the sixth century. Bishops of Rome during this period were called upon to shoulder more burdens for civic administration than previously, due to the breakdown of municipal government, the demise of the Roman senate and, from 476 until 536, the lack of an imperial presence in the western Roman empire. Using the letters, hagiography and the Liber Pontificalis3 as the main sources, I consider the careers of Roman bishops in the sixth to early seventh centuries, focusing on the exceptionally short duration of many of their reigns and their often violent manner of death. This survey will help to explain the tenuous relationships that Roman bishops had with eastern emperors and patriarchs from the end of the Acacian schism to the time of Gregory the Great's successor Sabinian. We begin our brief studies with the election of Hormisdas, omitting the pontificate of Symmachus (498-514), who has been the subject of several recent studies.4
Hormisdas (514-523)
In the sixth century, only four out of fourteen bishops of Rome originated from the provinces. The first of these was Hormisdas from Frusino, Campania, the last his son Silverius. (The other two were Popes John I and Felix IV, to whom we return below). The remaining ten were born in Rome, and six -Boniface II, Agapitus, Vigilius, Pelagius I, John III, and Gregory I -were from the Roman aristocracy.5 Hormisdas is best known as the orchestrator of the resolution to Oxford, 2005 the Acacian schism, the thirty-five year controversy that vexed relations between Rome and the eastern churches in the late-fifth to early-sixth centuries. While the majority of Hormisdas' 125 letters concern the schism, they also illustrate the workings of the papal scrinium, the development of the office of papal legates, the bishop of Rome's relationships with various other patriarchates, and his bonds of patronage with the imperial family and members of the aristocracy.6 Hormisdas produced his voluminous correspondence in Rome between 515 and 521. The schism officially started with Felix III's condemnation in 484 of Peter of Antioch, Timothy Aelurus of Alexandria, his successor Peter of Alexandria, and the patriarch of Constantinople, Acacius (471-489).
The origins of the schism lay in imperial politics and the unfinished business of the Council of Chalcedon (451), which had failed to find a solution to a complex Christological problem (the nature of the union of human and divine natures in Christ) that could satisfy all the interested parties: the churches of Constantinople, Rome, Egypt, Syria, and Palestine. Many Alexandrians stayed loyal to their patriarch Dioscorus, who was deposed at the Council of Chalcedon and died soon afterwards. His main source of inspiration was the archimandrite of Constantinople, Eutyches, whose extreme interpretation of Cyril of Alexandria's statement "one incarnate nature of God the Word" had also been condemned at Chalcedon. Eutychian "one-nature" (miaphysite) Christology could not be easily stamped out.7
Amid the disunity in the East that followed Zeno's issue of the Henotikon, it was not surprising that the Acacian schism continued until 519. The end of Emperor Anastasius I's long rule in July 518 paved the way for a new era of reconciliation. Hormisdas initially found himself up against the decision of Anastasius I (491-518) to abide by Zeno's Henotikon of 482, which had been intended to achieve union between Rome, Constantinople, and the eastern churches, with dismal results. The Henotikon passed over the Council of Chalcedon in silence, neither accepting nor rejecting it. The church historian Evagrius of Caesarea reports that each bishop was allowed to maintain the Christological 
John I (523-526)
The first pope of the sixth century to die a violent death was John I, a native of Tuscany. He took part in a senatorial embassy sent by Theoderic to Constantinople to defend Arianism. His cooperation with Emperor Justin (518-527) resulted in his imprisonment in Ravenna, where he died. On the manner of John I's death we have good reason to suspect the testimony of LP, which claims that he died in 526 as a result of ill-treatment at the hands of Theoder- ic.11 Ninety-eight days after John's death, Theoderic himself died, a fact that the author of LP chose to portray as punishment of the "heretic king."
Felix IV (526-530)
Felix IV, born in Samnium, was the third of our sixth-century popes from the provinces, and ruled in relative peace for four years, spanning the transition from Theoderic to Athalric. The LP notes that he was "ordained peacefully," an indication that this was a rarity. He died in 530 of natural causes. The LP author seems to be unaware that the Byzantine emperor Justin had died on 1 August 527 and was succeeded by his co-emperor, Justinian. The papal succession after Felix IV was violently disputed.
Dioscorus, Antipope (September to October 530)
Dioscorus, the candidate with majority support, was elected in the Constantinian basilica (also known as the Lateran basilica) at the same time as Boniface II was elected in the Basilica of Julius on 22 September 530, the day of Felix IV's death. Dioscorus died after 28 days of strife between the Roman clergy and the senate, on 14 October 530.
Boniface II (530-532)
After the death of his rival Dioscorus, Boniface ruled unchallenged for just over two years. Hoping to avoid the disorder that attended his own election, he tried to designate as his successor the deacon Vigilius, and signed a decree to this effect. However, under pressure from other bishops (sacerdotes), he was persuaded to destroy it by fire in a public demonstration. He died two years later, and the see was vacant for two-and-a-half months. Vigilius was eventu- Theodahad, who allegedly accepted a bribe to install Silverius "without consultation."15 The clergy of Rome who refused to ratify his ordination were put to the sword. Two months later, Theodahad was "snuffed out by God's will."16 Vitiges succeeded him as leader of the Goths and attacked Naples, then Rome, sparking thirty years of conflict known as the Gothic wars. Justinian sent the general Belisarius with an army "to free all of Italy from the occupation of the Goths".17 Like his predecessor, Silverius refused to approve the restoration of Anthimus to the patriarchate of Constantinople, thus angering Justinian. Silverius seems to have trusted the wrong man in his appointment of the archdeacon Vigilius as papal emissary (apocrisiarius) to Constantinople. Vigilius promised Justinian that he would restore Anthimus to the patriarchate, and in return he was promised the Roman pontificate. He was sent back to Rome to depose Silverius with a false accusation that he had betrayed Rome to the Goths. Silverius had ruled for just nine months, from June 536 to March 537. Vigilius sent him into exile at Pontiae, where the Liber Pontificalis relates that, having been fed on "the bread of distress and the water of affliction," Silverius "grew weak, died and became a confessor,"18 a posthumous recognition of his stand against Patriarch Anthimus and the anti-Chalcedonians. He abdicated eight months later, and died the following month, on 2 December 537. From this point onwards, only candidates with Byzantine support were ordained, and pontificates lengthened accordingly.
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Vigilius (537-555)
Meanwhile, Vigilius had been installed as pope for eight months, since 29 March 537. The accession of Vigilius, born in Rome and son of a consul of the city, marks a low point in the papacy and its relations with its own citizenry as well as with the Byzantine emperor and the church of Constantinople. While his pontificate was relatively long, only seventeen of his letters survive. Deacon and apocrisiarius to Constantinople, his reign was marred from the start by his complicity in the deposition and death of his predecessor. general Narses, and was seen by the Roman and northern Italian clergy as a traitor to the cause of Theodoret of Cyrrhus, Ibas of Edessa and Theodore of Mopsuestia. As a consequence, he was not accepted by the Roman clergy or the nobility, and had trouble finding a bishop to ordain him. He also had trouble with the Gallic bishops, prompting him to send a confession of faith to their king, Childebert,24 asking him to stop those who were causing divisions in the Gallic church. In an open letter to "all the people of God," he sought to remove all suspicion about the orthodoxy of the see of Rome by sending his profession of faith, even accepting Theodoret of Cyrrhus and Ibas of Edessa as orthodox.25 He claimed that even while he was apocrisiarius for Vigilius in Constantinople, he wrote a refutation of Vigilius (which does not survive), as well as six books in defence of the Three Chapters.26 He did however send for supplies of clothing from Sapaudus, bishop of Arles, and appealed to Boethius, praetorian prefect in Africa, to help with the refugee problem in Italy.27 He also offered produce from the papal estates to combat starvation in Rome.28 Pelagius I died of natural causes in 561 after six years as bishop, although the LP counts it as 11 years 10 months,29 an indication that record-keeping in the papal scrinium was breaking down.
John III (561-574)
The Rome-born John III lasted almost 13 years as pope, with the support of the Byzantine general Narses, who defended Italy against the attacks of the Heruli and the Franks. The Roman people then sent a petition against Narses to Justin The bishopric was vacant for almost seven months, before the election of Gregory I, whose election took seven months to be ratified by the Byzantine emperor Maurice. In c. 595, Gregory successfully appealed to the exarch of Ravenna, Romanus, who freed Rome and many of the other sees captured by Lombards during the pontificate of Pelagius II, resulting in a tenuous peace being concluded with the Lombards.37 Gregory's struggle to resolve the tension between his desire for a life of contemplation in monastic seclusion, and the demands of pastoring a church whose threatened patrimonies stretched from Sicily to the Balkans, is a major theme of early hagiographers of his life, as well as his own works. Gregory himself seems to have died peacefully enough but was barely remembered in his own time. John the Deacon's preface to the lateninth century Life of Gregory notes the request of Pope John VIII (872-882) for a Life of Gregory, since the English and Lombards had one, but not the Roman church, surely a witness to the disruption of the times, although his successor may have had some influence in the lack of commemoration of this monastic pope (see 'Sabinian' below).38 John's Life records Gregory's aid to the nameless poor, through distributions of food -grain, wine, cheese, vegetables, meat, fish and oil -and sending out from the Lateran palace a "meals on wheels" service for the sick. According to John the Deacon, the pope also shared his own 
Conclusion
To sum up our brief survey of the Roman pontificates of the sixth and early seventh centuries: after the relative stability of the pontificate of Hormisdas, the next six bishops of Rome up to Silverius (excluding the anti-pope Dioscurus) lasted only fourteen years altogether, from 523 to 537, and their brief rules generally ended in prison, in exile, or in sudden death in mysterious circumstances. Conflict between the Gothic kings and Byzantine emperors accounted for the deaths of three -John I, Agapitus, and Silverius -who were caught in the crossfire, so to speak. Four of the earlier popes came from the provinces, but from the installation of the first Byzantine candidate, Vigilius, in 537, all successful candidates were born in Rome. Even Vigilius eventually fell out of favour with the Byzantine court, and died on his way home from several years of house arrest in Constantinople. After 555, increased Byzantine control over the papacy meant that imperial candidates generally lasted a lot longer, from four to thirteen years, even though the turbulent circumstances induced by the Gothic wars and the Lombard invasions brought famine, plague, and death to many citizens of Italy. Pelagius I, Pelagius II and Gregory I apparently tried to help the poor and starving by interceding on their behalf and making supplies of food, clothing and money available to them. Gregory died in his bed, as did his successor, but Sabinian's funeral was disrupted by protests from the poor who had suffered from his exploitation of the papal grain supply for his own profit. All in all, it is not a pretty picture for the century under examination, and certainly lends irrefutable evidence to an assessment of the balance as falling towards decline rather than progress in Rome during this period, just before the beginning of the Dark Ages.
